More than a dozen neighbors are seeking damages stemming from the lab's alleged negligence in handling dangerous chemical and radioactive wastes. The $1 billion complaint was filed in February 1996, 1 month after the lab admitted that some pollutants had migrated beyond its fences. This spring the plaintiffs will ask Justice Howard Berler of the Suffolk County Supreme Court to certify them as a class, allowing them to sue Brookhaven as a group rather than as individuals. If Berler agrees, then what is already a protracted and expensive judicial battle will move into high gear.
The residents hope to include anyone living within a 16-kilometer radius of the lab who believes they were exposed to its hazardous materials and that their health has suffered as a result, along with anyone who has had to pay to monitor their health to detect potential injuries and any property owners who have suffered economically as a result of the wastes. The suit charges that the contaminants caused illnesses ranging from cancer to headaches, and that "a real perceived fear of contracting health problems" led to emotional and psychological problems and a decline in property values. The suit blames the lab for its failure to "properly construct, maintain, repair, inspect, and update its scientific facilities and to take reasonable measures to minimize toxic discharges." "There is no justification for this suit," replies Brookhaven counsel Michael Goldman, who leads the defense. Although former lab contractor Associated Universities Inc. is named as a defendant in the suit, the Department of Energy is ultimately responsible for paying the legal bills of its contractors. The current contractor, Brookhaven Science Associates, is overseeing the case.
Berler has so far refused Brookhaven's initial requests to have the suit dismissed. But even the plaintiffs' lawyer, Richard Lippes, a partner with the Buffalo firm of Allen, Lippes & Shonn, admits that it is extremely difficult to establish clear links between specific contaminants-assuming their origins can be identified-and specific ailments. And although a jury trial would be a disturbing prospect for Brookhaven, officials can take some comfort in the outcome of the movie: Travolta lost the case, at least on his first try. Neighbors of the Reactor Pursue a Not-So-Civil Action http://www.sciencemag.org/content/287/5457/1387.full?sid=3455f1f...
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